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The study of design and the ethically reflexive student
C. Crouch Edith Cowan University, Australia

Abstract
The core units in the Visual Culture course at the School of Visual Arts, Edith Cowan University,
draw heavily upon key concepts in post-colonial theory. Particularly the premises of the social and
political inequality of much cultural exchange, and the ultimate impossibility of cross-cultural
understanding. These are considered essential for practice in a multi-culture such as Australia’s.
Despite this contextualisation, during a final year professional practice tutorial, a group of students
dealing with Aboriginal copyright law argued that cultural appropriation was simply a matter of
formal stylistic borrowing. They proposed that designing was an unproblematic union of expression
and technical means, seemingly jettisoning notions of the social and contingent nature of meaning
in visual culture. When confronted with the reality of Bhabha’s “unmanned, antagonistic, and
unpredictable sites of cultural contestation” it appeared some of our students retreated into the
disconnected world of specialist activity.
This paper proposes that whilst students could theoretically identify cultural transgression and its
consequences, when faced with it intruding into their own lives they had no ethical framework by
which to negotiate with it. It was evident that a sizeable minority of the student body saw the space
offered to the individual by the subjectivities of post-structuralism as one in which all readings are
of equal value. The concern is to develop an ethical design education, but how far does one educate
the design student to become ethically self-reflexive (to use Giddens’ term) before substantial parts
of the design profession’s practice become seen as ethically unsustainable?
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The study of design and the ethically reflexive student
Studies in Visual Culture is a core course at the School of Visual Arts, Edith Cowan University,
Perth, Australia. The school teaches across a range of visual disciplines which includes two
dimensional and digital design. All the school’s students attend the Visual Culture lecture and
tutorial programme which draws heavily upon key concepts in Critical and Post-Colonial theory.
There are a number of conceptual premises that are deemed essential for student practitioners in the
school working in a multi-culture such as Australia’s, and central to the conception and
implementation of study in the course is the examination of the processes of cultural interpretation
and exchange. The basic premises of this examination are, firstly, the often unequal nature of such
exchanges, and secondly, the ultimate impossibility of cross-cultural understanding - what Homi
Bhabha calls the ‘incommensurability’ between cultures. The shift in curriculum emphasis away
from a traditional Eurocentric art and design history towards active cultural interpretation has led to
the need for the student body to become ethically reflexive (1) in order that they can personally
assimilate and act upon the consequences of the cultural information presented to them. In this way
it is hoped students can more readily translate theoretical concepts into practice, and become people
who ask questions rather than just answer them, and therefore become better practitioners. We have
discovered that simply exposing students to basic access and equity paradigms through an uncritical
multiculturalism is insufficient. I wish to suggest that the different lived experience of students
must be located in their social, cultural and political context, and that post colonial theory can be
part of the educational mechanism by which they are introduced to the need for ethical engagement
with visual culture. This paper unravels this process and will pose a problem that has emerged in
educating our students in this way – how far does one educate the design student to become
ethically reflexive before a large part of the design profession’s practice is called into question and
is framed as unsustainable?
The issue of ethical practice at the school became highlighted when, during a professional practice
tutorial, a group of final year students dealing with the issue of Aboriginal copyright law (2) argued
that cultural appropriation was simply a matter of formal stylistic borrowing. They proposed that
image making was an unproblematic union of individual expression and technical means, seemingly
jettisoning of all notions of the social and contingent nature of meaning in visual culture. After three
years of study in which the unequal nature of cultural exchange had been theorised and in which the
political contextualisation of cultural practice had been stressed, it was disturbing to hear this
reading of an issue so central to Australian contemporary culture. Why was it that students who had
been exposed to a course of study framed by post-colonial discourse were unable to translate those
theoretical concepts and locate them in cultural practice? What was preventing praxis? These were
not academically poor students, or students who were opposed to the objectives of the course. They
were neither malicious nor unsympathetic towards Indigenous culture. They were simply students
who, when confronted with the reality of Bhabha’s (1991: 16) unmanned, antagonistic, and
unpredictable sites of cultural contestation, retreated into the safe, isolated, and disconnected world
of specialist activity.
It appeared that our students were operating within the ideology of the individual as an autonomous
subject, and not in terms of the individual’s relationship to the social. It was evident that a sizeable
minority of the student body saw the space offered to the individual by the subjectivities of poststructuralism as one in which all readings were of equal value. Despite the constant pedagogical
emphasis upon adopting a culturally negotiated position within the school, it is inevitable that it is
always the individual reading emerges as paramount. This is because of the all consuming nature of
the broader commodity culture the student exists in, and its emphasis on the immediate satisfaction
of individual wants. It was clear that whilst our students could identify cultural transgression
theoretically, when faced with it intruding into their own lives they had no ethical framework by
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which to negotiate with it, and retreated back into the wider, non-confrontational cultural
framework that surrounded them. It was evident that ideas of social justice, which were implicit in
the theory program, needed to be made explicit.
I am, and continue to be, discomfited by the thought that a student can graduate from a course about
the study of culture and not be critically and ethically reflexive. To be critically and ethically
reflexive is to be able to enter into the dialogue characterised by Habermas (1980: 13) as that
between the lifeworld and specialist spheres of practice. In order to arrive at this (utopian?) state it
is becoming increasingly clear to me that an understanding of ethical practice is vital. In a
multicultural society such as Australia’s the process of establishing a personal cultural taxonomy
“becomes more than the struggle over identifications, or a representational politics
that unsettles and disrupts common sense; it is also a performative act grounded in
the spaces and practices that connect people’s everyday lives and concerns with the
reality of material relations of values and power” (Giroux, 2000: 106).
One of the problems of teaching an uncritical multiculturalism is that it is too easy for the study of
visual culture to be removed from the bigger issues of the individual’s relationship with the power
of the institution. As Giroux (2000: 69) observes, an investigation of cultural difference that doesn’t
rigorously contextualise social politics becomes a hermetic process that degenerates into a
celebration of formalist inter-textuality and a bland celebration of cultural indeterminacy. It is the
difference between a radical affirmation of individual study to empower, and the possibility of the
individual to engage in ‘culture spotting’. In retrospect it is disappointing, but hardly surprising, that
students were unable to make the leap into ethical praxis on their own. For despite attempts to
present them with an examination of cultural interaction that was analytical rather than just
celebratory, the subjectivities of post-structuralism are so deeply embedded in the mass culture that
surrounds them, and that mass culture is so constructed, that their allegiance to it is hard to break.
The failure of some of our students to identify cultural appropriation as a central issue in
contemporary Australian visual culture was discouraging, if only because it demonstrated yet again
the fragile rigour of educational programmes when set against the robust vigour of the mass media.
Since its inception the visual culture course (3) has been framed to stress the importance of cultural
difference and the issues of cultural negotiation and exchange. It is not a course that centres around
the evolution of a European aesthetic, important though that aesthetic is. The course frames visual
culture as a network of different cultural histories in constant dialogue, and the student is
encouraged to think of their individual position as a practitioner within this network of culturally
contingent meanings. The course attempts a socially progressive study of culture reflecting
Australia’s, often difficult, struggle to come to terms with its contradictory cultural positioning. The
course’s aspirations, however, have to be located within the context of an increasingly globalised
academic and mass culture, where the products of the British and American cultural industries are
seen by Australian teenagers as largely superior to anything produced in Australia (what was known
to older generations as the cultural cringe). This attitude reinforces a sense of cultural dependency.
From this dependency emerges a form of identification by the majority of the Caucasian population,
not just with the language, ideas, and artefacts of those cultures, but also a sense of racial
identification (in this particular case with an idealised view of the Anglo-Saxon aspects of Britain
and America, and not with these countries’ many cultured reality). Visual culture in Australia,
unless consciously framed otherwise within the education system, can be very easily framed as an
exclusively Caucasian activity. For a student body that is not exclusively European in origin this is
a profoundly problematic issue. For the student of European origin it provides a safe cultural space
that, whilst not home, is nevertheless a place that can provide some sort of dysfunctional comfort.
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This displaced sense of cultural geography plays an important part in the mapping of the dialogue
between Australian and globalised culture. Contemporary Australia has a pre-colonial Indigenous
culture with which it has still to become reconciled. Its physical location between the Indian and
Pacific Oceans exposes it to a range of cultures and cultural experiences that are not mirrored in its
consumption of mass culture, which as we have already observed casts Australia metaphorically
adrift in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. This disconnection between the lived experience in
Australian cities’ multicultural suburbs and the land of television cannot be over-emphasised, and it
is at this point that I wish to briefly unravel the ways in which this cultural schism is framed at the
School of Art.
If one is to take Habermas’ model of cultural dialogue seriously, then the framework within which
the Australian design student operates must be carefully considered. As the smaller nation states are
subsumed under the power of national and supra-national trading blocks, the citizens of such states
find themselves living, materially, in one set of conditions and, metaphorically and symbolically,
under another. Those students at the centre of my discussion, living materially with the
contradictions of the legacy of a brutal and racist colonial history, are also living in the dehistoricised and de-politicised present of global consumerism. What are the means by which these
issues of displacement, so deeply embedded at many levels in Australian culture, can be raised and
articulated?
The geo-political reality of the Australian student working in visual culture militates against the
adoption of a Marxist critique in order to understand their history of colonialism, as its origins lie
within the European tradition of Humanism and the Enlightenment. When Marx (1973: 105) wrote
that capitalist society ‘is the most developed and the most complex historic organisation of
production ... [and] ... thereby allows insights into the structure and relations of production of all the
vanished social formations out of whose ruins and elements it built itself up’, it was a double edged
observation. On one hand it acted as the starting point for a trenchant critique of bourgeois
capitalism and its project of colonialism. On the other it validated the idea that European Modernity
was the single vantage point from which the rest of culture could be examined, that is, the vantage
point of a ‘developed’ industrial Europe. Whilst Australia is one of the world’s most urbanised
nations, it has never been especially industrialised. Because of its history of authoritarian
government, and a racist immigration policy that reinforced an isolated and closed society, it came
late to the transformative ideas of Modernity. One can agree with Jean-Paul Sartre’s (1967: 22)
observation that ‘the European has only been able to become a man through creating slaves and
monsters’, and happily (or perhaps ‘unhappily’ would be a more appropriate adverb) substitute
Australian for European, but it is also the case that the projection of oppression onto all aspects of
the European Enlightenment is in itself flawed. (The terror that followed the French revolution was
not the result of ideas of liberty, equality and fraternity but their abrogation.) However, it is
indisputably the case that notions of cultural egalitarianism made tangible in European nations were
at the expense of their colonised territories. Multicultural Australia stands halfway between two
worlds, its citizens having been both oppressed and oppressor. Franz Fanon (1967: 231) said,
‘Europe is literally the creation of the Third World’, and in the same way Australia is the creation of
Aboriginal culture. Marx’s class analysis of the processes of development is a useful one, but it
largely ignores the issues of race and culture, and racial and cultural conflicts are at the historical
heart of modern Australia and impact continuously upon its present. For the Australian design
student who wishes to negotiate the reality of politically charged decorative form, an understanding
of race, culture, privilege and power is best informed from an awareness of post-colonial theories of
unequal exchange and incommensurability.
For staff at the School of Art, part of the study of visual culture has to be what Stuart Hall (1990:
15) calls the ‘unmasking ... of the unstated presuppositions of the humanist tradition’. The racial
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and cultural constituents of Australia are still largely European, but it is not geographically
European and remains othered by the European centre. It is part of the minority world but at once a
subject of the minority world’s cultural policies. It is both resentful of its Anglo-American
colonising cultures, but an enthusiastic consumer of them. It is like many colonial and post-colonial
cultures that are caught in the bind of being ‘simultaneously progressive and co-opted’ (West, 1990:
94); of critiquing the centre, but being consumed by it. Post-colonial theory provides a lens through
which the complexities of Australia’s power relationships can be read, and can play a valuable role
in exposing the contradictions of cultural exchange. And yet, as my opening anecdote
demonstrates, the demonstration of cultural inequality through abstract study alone remains
unassimilated by the individual unless it can be positioned into the student’s lived experience. To
know something and to have understood it as valuable, is to act upon it. Ideas can inform practice
and stimulate a desire to understand what practice would look like informed by such ideas. The
whole purpose of study is that theory and practice become mutually informative.
I propose that the demand for ethically aware practice could be articulated around John Rawls’s
(1971) ideas of social justice. In particular the sense of ‘rightness’. If, as Rawls argues, a sense of
the good is achieved through the individual’s satisfaction of rational desire, then what is right is that
which ensures the same possibility for other individuals to also achieve what is good for them.
Under this model the individual is constantly required to negotiate culturally, compelled to examine
whether what is good for one group is good for another, or at its expense. By necessity the
individual is engaged in dialogue with a network of cultural systems, that echoes Habermas’ model
(4). Because of the fractured nature of contemporary culture there are currently few other ways of
creating a coherent cultural space within which to communicate other than through a shared sense
of the ethical. The old essentialist divisions of race, gender, and class, whilst still absolutely central
to the way we have been culturally formed, need negotiating in an increasingly subtle way. Bhabha
(1994: 1) discusses the ‘move away from the singularities of “class” or “gender” as primary
conceptual and organizational categories’, which he sees as having resulted in the awareness of a
variety of subject positions currently informing ideas of identity. He argues that it is in the
negotiation of the range of subject positions in contemporary cultures, from the 'periphery' or
boundary to authorised rule, that dominant discourses in Western culture can be challenged. An
ethical critical awareness allows the analysis of cultural inequalities that emerge from post colonial
theory to be articulated personally rather than abstractly, but it forces a framing of the individual’s
negotiation with institutional mechanisms to go beyond the reflective, or self-referential. An ethical
critical awareness allows for cultural movement across and within the paradigms of race, class and
gender without the subject becoming narcissistic. I am arguing here for an ethical awareness that
locates the self in a broader historical context, a context that also requires an understanding of the
interconnecting networks of institutional power. To become ethically reflexive involves
understanding that contexts create meaning and values. These contexts are not merely abstract
notions and can be understood as power structures. For the design student to realise that the
appropriation of Aboriginal designs by non-Aboriginal people is a political act, is also to
understand the dynamics of power relationships.
Richard Sennet (2000: 175) has observed that 'modern culture is flooded with identity-talk ... of
crude stories about “how I discovered the person I really am”.' The critical position I wish my
students to aspire to is not about simplistic identity politics, rather it establishes ethical issues as a
way of understanding personal lived experiences that Henry Giroux says ‘bear witness to the ethical
and political dilemmas that animate both the specificity of such contexts and their connection to the
larger social landscape’ (Giroux, 2000: 129). I wish to place a creative responsibility on the student
to employ strategies that they can use to map and negotiate contemporary culture, avoiding
catharsis and narcissism as their exclusive creative resources. I think it imperative that individual
creativity can be seen as having a role in facilitating ideas beyond a sense of self. Anthony Giddens
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and Will Hutton (2000: 217) warn that 'individual choice alone - the key element of neo-liberal
philosophy - cannot supply the social bonds necessary to sustain a stable and meaningful life.’
Design, after all, is about social communication, and it is at this point that my colleagues and I are
on the edge of another dilemma. How far is the ethical debate within design education allowed to
progress before it fundamentally disrupts whatever relationship there is between education and
industry?
It is not as if the word ethics is never used in the design industry - the Universal Design project is of
vast importance (flawed though it may be) - but generally ‘ethics’ as a concept operates within very
closely defined paradigms. So; in the Australian Graphic Design Association’s ‘Code of Ethics’, the
preamble singles out the way in which a Code of Ethics (2002: 1) “is a powerful tool in dealing
with destructive practices such as competitive free pitching.” Simon Rogerson and Mary Prior
(1999) deal exclusively with ethical behaviour within the enclosed system of the industry, and the
American Society of Interior Designers (2002) provides a quiz that will “enhance” their members’
knowledge of “the principles of ethical design practice.” As I write the ICOGRADA conference for
2002, ‘Identity and Integrity’ has still to take place, but it announces in its website preamble
(ICOGRADA 2002) that “at this conference designers and representatives of public institutions will
gather to share their experiences and to carefully consider the future of corporate identity”. In a
world in which Guy Debord’s spectacular rhetoric of thirty years ago has become reality, such
tinkering within the paradigms of the workplace avoids confronting the fundamental ethical
dilemma of the relationship between the rich minority world and the poor majority world. It avoids
examining the collusion of the culture industry in perpetuating that relationship, and it also avoids
the vexed question of the creative individual’s complicity in that process. As long as the creative
individual is seen as autonomous, and as long as a sense of creative responsibility is seen solely in
terms of ‘being true to oneself’, then the complexity of ethical responsibility will never be
addressed.
It is difficult to promote the idea of ethical responsibility within a culture that promotes
individualism whilst denying the emotional and intellectual resources necessary to live a full and
satisfying communal life outside of a system of commodification. It is difficult too, to understand
the demand for ethical practice in a culture that promotes the idea of individuality within the closed
confines of a commodity culture, a culture that in addition is profoundly limited in its ability to
reflect cultural difference. Unless consciously directed otherwise, the individual studying visual
culture will always fall back upon established interpretive practices no matter how the curriculum
content of study may change. Habermas’ dialogic model referred to earlier in the paper encourages
the student of culture to move backwards and forwards between the institutions that define cultural
paradigms and the individual’s own lived experience. This process suggests that curriculum content
is almost irrelevant when compared to the potential power that the remaking of the context of study
has.
Donna Haraway (1991: 151) talks engagingly of the illusory and frayed vision of the autonomous
self, and argues for a re-invention of the individual as one committed to ‘irony, intimacy and
perversity … oppositional, utopian and completely without innocence.’ I readily acknowledge the
importance of strategic and transitional demands in the construction of cultural programs, but to
give this rhetoric flesh I would argue that a study of culture has to expose the incommensurability
that is at the heart of any relationship between the individual and the cultural institution. Without
such an understanding, individuals cannot locate themselves as part of the complex and
contradictory relationships between cultures. Unless a study of culture deals with the unequal
exchanges that constitute cultural exchange at all levels of experience, what can be promoted is a
superficial self-referentiality rather than reflexivity. I am arguing for a reflexivity that exposes the
contingent nature of the individual’s relationship with any set of cultural institutions. I would wish
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to go still further though, and suggest that rather than celebrate the ambiguous and the unpredictable
nature of such a relationship, that contingency should be framed by an ethical demand for social
justice. It is the de-centred, fragmented, unlocated self that permits the perpetuation of a system of
social injustice in a commodity culture. I would like to think that design has little to do with
entertainment but everything to do with social liberation.

Footnotes
(1)

The concept of the ‘reflective practitioner’ first raised by Schon (1983) is a concept that is
increasingly familiar. Its emphasis is upon the individual’s analysis of his or her practice,
and the consideration of the way in which that practice operates within an explicitly
acknowledged set of paradigms. In this way the practitioner becomes self aware and able to
refine his or her practice according to established criteria. Reflexivity however, in the way I
wish to use the term, takes reflection beyond the idea of paradigms of acceptable criteria. By
reflexivity I mean a praxis that brings to the surface issues that expose the contingent,
ambiguous and often contradictory implications of whatever system is being reflected upon.
Reflexivity is far more unsettling than even the most rigorous reflection because it uncovers
illusions of fixed meanings and stability of systems. Implicit in my use of the word is the
idea that meanings must be frequently reconstructed in the light of the realisation that in any
form of cultural enquiry the ‘subjects’ and ‘objects’ of that enquiry are difficult to separate.
This sense of the use of reflexivity is based substantially on the discussions to be found in
Lawson (1985). In addition I have used the word as it is used in sociology where it refers to
the realisation that as cultural traditions are shattered there is increasing opportunity for the
reflexive individual to act upon the world, as well as be acted upon. I would temper Beck’s
(1992: 90) observation that ‘the individual becomes the reproduction unit of the social’
without denying its importance in recasting the potential of the individual for social action.

(2)

The subjects and styles of Aboriginal culture are subject to Aboriginal law, and only certain
social groupings are allowed to make art using certain stories from the dreaming, and using
certain stylistic devices. This aspect of Aboriginal traditional law is reinforced by Federal
Australian copyright law. It means that Aboriginal communities can protect what is often
their main source of income, which is art based, from pirated mass produced versions of
their art.

(3)

See Chan & Crouch (1997); and Crouch (2000).

(4)

For a thorough evaluation of the similarities and dis-similarities between Rawls and
Habermas see McCarthy (1994).
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